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INTRODUCTION 


Statement of the Problem 


Icis traditionally believed that the older the adults, the less they read or use 
the public library. Today, one out of every nine people in the United States 
1865 vears or older. and the expectation is that by the year 2000, 12.2% of the 
population will be over 65. It is the librasian’s perception, based Largely 
on dimited research, that the older adult is underrepresented proportion- 
ately in the user population. 


When we speak here of older adults. we are referring to noninstitational- 
ived individuals who ate 65 years and older, literate, sighted. and not 
physically disabled. Do these older adults read books aad magazines and 
visit the public Library less than vounger adults and is there statistical 
evidence to substantiate this belief? This is the first main point on which 
we need to know the facts. In manv cases older persons are reared and free 
from many of the re gonsibilities of their past; logically, this gives them 
more time to pursue leisure activities such as reading. In addition, the 
public library is an ideal source of recreation for those on fixed incomes, ia» 
wie many retirees. What discourages older adults from using the public 
library? 


Putting aside obvious considerations such as poor health, failing evesight, 
lack of transportation, or inaccessibuity or unavailability of a public 
library, do factors such as education, sex. and socioeconomic status abfect 
library use by older adults? Berclson, in his Classic study done nearly 35 
vears ago, designated the level of forma: education as *'e¢ single most 
important factor affecting library use.” ‘That is to sav, the more education 
individuals have, the more likely they are to use the library. ofany older 
Americans have not received as much education as then younger counter- 
parts. But. if we were to hold the education variable constant (that is, look 
at library use by adults, younger and older, with the same Jevel of educa- 
tion), would we then see the same amount of library use between these two 
groups? This is the second main point on which we clearly need evidence. 


Hoolder adults did not use the hbrary in their youth, wot reasonable to 
expect them to use itm their later years? if older adults were not book 
readers when they were young, is it realistic to assume (oey will read books 
now that they have the free tine? How does one attract former readers and 
nonreaders to the public library? This is the third main ;oimton which 
factual information is needed. 
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The purpose of this paper then is to look at older adults’ use of books and 
the public brary, to synthesize and analyze the work that has been done 
thus far, and to offer recommendations for future studies so that ultimately 
librarians cant provide options and outlets for older adults and make their 
longer lives more satisfiving. 


The Sivdy 


Thais study is divided into two parts. The first is a review of the literature 
(United States, Canadian and British) over the past 20 years or so on the use 
of books and publi. libraries by older adults (we use the term “books” to 
ecompass all library materiais). The second part will be a statistical analy- 
sis of several recent surveys that contain data on user. nonuser patterns of 
behavior. These surveys will be compared with one another to check for 
agreement on disagreement concerning the findings reached on older 
adults’ use Of books and libraries. This analysis is under preparation as of 
this writing and therefore is not included in this report. 


How the Literature Search Was Carried Out 


A search was made for relevant Titerature—substantiated by fact not 
opinion—on how older adults use books and public libraries. In general, a 
review of the literature revealed a scarcity of research and systematic study, 
but a number of publications were rich with ideas on how the public 
library could improve service to older ad: ilts. These suggestions were often 
based on reports of Case experience. 


A manual search was made covering the years from 1962 to 1982 of library, 
educanon and gerontological literature. Library and Information Science 
Abstracts (ISA), Library Literature, Information Science Abstracts, the 
Bowker Annual, Current Index to Journals in Education, Resources in 
Education, Dissertation Abstracts, and The Gerontologist were systemati- 
cally searched. he subject headings most frequently used in the Jibrary 
penodical indexes were “public libraries—services to senior citizens,” 
“reading—special groups—senior citizens,” ““surveys—reading interests,’ 
“aging.” ond “aged.” The descriptors searched in the educ ational indexes 
were “older adults.” “public Hbraries,” and “recreational reading.” 
Online searches were conducted using three databases: Dissertation 
Abstracts (1962-82), LISA (1969-82), and ERIC (Educational Resources 
Information Center) (1966-82). Many useful citations were found in refer- 
ences and bibhographies accompanying the indexed articles. 
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‘This is intended to be a major review of the Literature, bucitis by no means 
comprehensive. Articles of peripheral interest or those unsubstantiated by 
fact have been omitted from the analysis of relevant literature, butsome are 
included in the bibliography. In the process of this 2)-vear literature 
review. four stems prier to 1962 were found that contibute significanils 
toward an understanding of how older adults use books and public librar- 
ies. Fach of these is summarized here, and they appear in the order of 
judged importance. References to authors and date of publication may be 
found in the bibliography. 


Berelson (1949) presents a synthesis of the studies of public library use from 
1930 to 1948. Chapters two and three entitled “Who Uses the Library?” and 
"Why do Poople Use the Library?” provide a usefui profile of the libraas 
user. Berelson found that, “che older the people, the less chev use the public 
bran? Phis, he felt, may be attributed to physical handicaps. to a 
depleted energy level, or to a desire to avoid new experiences. Betelson 
concludes that characterisucs such as age and cconomic status are of less 
Importance in predicung who will use the public brary than cduca- 
ional level the latter as the single mest important factor affecump use. 
Berelson yp oodicted that the steady rise inthe average level of cducanon 
would danskite into more extensive use of libraries over the vears.4 


Berelson reaches another noteworthy conclusion: Younger adults borrov 
more nonficuon than older groups (duc to school-related borrowing), but 
older adults borrow more in the field of sodial saaences, Educate isa 
contributing factor here because college-educated persons ate found to he 
the heaviest borrowers of nonfiction 


Waples and vier (93h) set out to determine the subyects whack adi dts 
reed, Cucukwion data from public libraries were seadied to determine the 
selecuion of books made by individuals who were alike an respect to sex, 
age, amount of schooling, and occupation. To was found thatthe diffires- 
cosanseading interests do not result from differences mage bur rather fram 
differences in schooling, occupation, economic status, cto. When wlbothes 
factorsare held constant, the differences in reading mitcrests resulting from 
ave alone are slight. However, Waples and Tvler determined that older 
readers Were more muicrested in Cmiature problems.” forexssmple. prob: 
Jems of the federal government.” Cthe monev market.” and Ccomsers ation 
Of natal resources” wide vounger readers were mterested in problenss 
such as Umaniage and divorce.” and “education of children” 


Hansen, Javesand Nash (960) reported the findings of a F959 studs of E700 
Minnesota seman citizens 69-90 vears of age Of these 14. sad then biohbby 
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was reading. Newspaper reading was mos¢ popular, Histories, autobingra- 
phies, and biographies were the kinds of books preferred by older adults. It 
was Imtexesting and perhaps expected that, “stories which deal with the 
past ranked first..." 


‘Two hundred rural Mississipptans age 60 and over were interviewed by 
Hoar (1960) to determine their reading habits and preferences. They were 
asked about their average weekday book reading, when they last read a 
book, and the number and cies of the books read during the preceding six 
months. Approximately 60% of the respondents said that they spent no 
time on the average weekday reading books. Education apparently had a 
stoonger cect upon book reading than age: the nore education a person 
had. the more Gime he spent reading.’ 


Four Main Themes in the Literature 


We tam nest tod svstematic review of th omostimportant relevant studies 
fromy the literature published since 1962. Phere are four main topics under 
which these studies will be considered: 


1. Reading preferences, What do older adulis read and how often? What 

we thei readimy interests and habits? Are they different from those of 

vounger adulis: 

Educa.on. To whatexrent does formal educauon influence libra: y use? 

Coser nonuser studies. Ws thy older adult undetrepresented in the public 

Bibra populanon and. ifso, why? What is the relationship between 

Libra use and ager 

1. deine and life satisfaction. Do older adults’ sense of well-being and 
Integration witha the secety affect their use Of books and the public 
Tibyase: 


~ 
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Within cach category, Hrenature reviews and bibliographies appear first, 
followed by reports and studies in order of them jyudged relevance and 
Tn porhanee. 


READING PREFERENCES OF OLDER ADULIS 


Mann O77) compiled an annotated bibhography on adult treading hab- 
it Tteontains grouped selections on various aspects of reading behavior 
suchas “Reading and the Role of the Library,” “Research into Readmg.”’ 
and “General Surveys inthe ULK. & USWA This bibnographs offers a 
lunuted section devoted to the elderdy reader, which contains five 
publs atiors. 
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Phe whole of the July: September [979% issue ot kdnecational Gerontology 
teadeveted to teading. do ortoare two Dtenatare reviews on the readie 
wierests ob older scladis Hharves saad Dutton cha7os Daretiv review ten 
studies snd comatude there ps aurecmient as to whiatolder adults prefer to 
road Older adults do ot enyou scree fetion books, depressing books, 
books thatute diamk about sexs or thateontun vpolenee. or books that have 
conftome plot orn charactors: Older adults prefer heb romance. 
Drownaplies. westerns. aivstenos. (navel the Bible. arch reve spiqpers. 


Robrtison anel Phase  bO79) scfectivedy review san studies Chatreseaneh the 
proabterns of the older reader and dis ceadim gacerests and Thabots * The 
authors briefly describe three maternal sumvess chat watherced date on eae 
elderiv ss resding saterests and give overviews on them venena readimig 
Hthits Thies dbsoclescribe three toad protatis forelder adults ame pose 
quuestions fea fasture study. 


Teeth fasstasay 197 Sassmeof Labran Treads. whichis devoted to Dabtars 
Semicestothe Some Roman cha siesiews the Ttenatare, and describes 
theresults of several studies done datonadhy and statewide on the reading 
intaests of the eldedy 2) Roman cites statsucs showing that renied par 
sons Of Oo have mercased lemure trite and spend more of this demure tae 
readme than thes did prot to genement”? Short aeles an stones were 
prefered to full-length books on novels, and Dahtmaternabs such .ts rom, 
Wee, cnvstenes. and religious asspruanonal books were favored. Older 
wchilts are dess Phedy to beaaiterested mnie. ro-doo books, saaemce fenon, 
ot books which comtum explant sex on va dent eto. 


What Do Older Adults Read? 


Nosuves af reading terest. 6. 530 seman auizens OO vears and over and 
Hvar nad-Missoun was conducted by Weitkempper 976), Quesuon- 
Hades were guaided to the olden adilts who tised che outreach semices of the 
Danied Boone Regional Libnas to deteammne thea reading preferences 
Dhie categories of books selected most often by older adults in order ol 
Mietesr were: pehwious wspiational matenals GG hastomead noveds 
D0 brownaphy 8 O%, romances OF 8%, NV stenes (0.760, and westerns 
O60. Wearthemper noted that the reading aterests of the elderly are net 
confiped to “heht Geto Phen anteresis encompass a wide nange of 
subject areas With nontiction beme ob major Linprortasioe. 


No case studs was done bv Neandiu and OoRourke (1979) of 267 senior 
Ciivens, wee ffs who were moenibers of a dinaunme cuban a nrediann sized 
Nebraska cy. to wather data aheautr readme as noredates to older adits, 


‘ 


Results showed thac elderly adults most frequently read newspapers (76% 

of all respondents) and magazines (63%). he Bible was identified as the 
: ; . 14 

maim reading material by 19% of the surveved group. 


Quesuoning a select group of older adults enrolled in an Celderhostel,” 
Neandu (9st) confimmed her findings in the 1979 study and again found 
Newspapers to be the most often read maternal Phe study also showed that 
$2 of the respondents preferred to read about news and world affairs, 28% 
preferred autobiographies and biographies. and 24% enjoved reading 


5 
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Moshes (1972) surveved 50 retired adult readers fiom middle and upper 
middle-class backgrounds hivang in central New Jersey to detenmine then 
reading chomwes Of those surveyed, 74% prefered biographies, 67% pre- 
ferred travel, and 62% preferred fiction. Mosheyv found that people who 
have been gn professions that require a good deal of reading Continue after 
retiement to read for pleasure mi their fields of interest ie 


Dickhamer 1971 describes a progectin Rhode Ishand in which 67 persons 
wee 65 and older were recanted to review books and recommend those to be 
placed ana hbrar’s collecuon for older citizens. Phe reviews mdicated an 
obvious preference for books which had a swmpathere view of fife and 
books that “made thac fly” Almost no reviews favored science heuon or 
books wih Jong descuptions, Books about reurement were not selected, 
presumably because they felt the tune to read about itis before redrement 


Vv 
and not aiter. 


How Much Time Is Devoted to Reading? 


Watson (1980) conducted ao study of the reading behavior of adults by 
sunveving the Jeiure habits of 20.735 Canadians ur 1978. Data were col- 
lecked on dhe amount of tine spent reading, people's reading preferences, 
the reasons for reading, the sources of reading matenal, and the amitudes 
toward book reading. [tas clear that older people spend a dot of time 
reading. Inthe case of magazines and books, itis the working age popula 
Hon cages 25-54) which spends the smailest number of hours per week 
reading. wath both the vouimger and older readers spending about equally 
moi. Watson found tastes in reading to be related to age as well. The 
cldedy predominate in the readership of subjects rekated to the past chis- 
tory, biography, religion, philosophy) while younger readers show a pref- 
erence for action-oriented fiction such as science fiction and mysteries” 


A studs was made bs the public opinion polling firm of Yankelovich. 
Skelly, and White (1978) to profile the American book purchasing and 
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reading publ Dn adh P10 people wore samvesed. ae do and over im 165 
LoS cities Clatgeteristias af book readers oo nombook teaders ate des- 
coibed. Etwas found thacthere isa drop offi the mneidence of book reading 
after he ave of 50. and aimore sabstantid drop in all ovpes of reading after 
the age of09 Dhe Chehtesc” readers are those age 60 and over Che age 
QHOUpOPOver Oo TOplescrts approx Ta Latehy one-fourth of all nonrcaders but 
onhy 13% of the total genetal populagon sampled. Dhis finding mas be 
ONphamed. on part, by dhe lower educahonmal athanment of those over 65 
compared to those in vounger groups |” 


Stheron  h07 3) conducted wa nao surves of readme habits of arandom 
wan ple of 9007 adults age Lo gad older inorder to detenmine whatis read, 
by whom, tor how long. and for whatreason. He found that voung adults 
rend to read more Chan older adults, while the vers old spend the least ins 
tonsot averime time spentioadiag cach das. dhe 10-26 ave group read the 
rpost Po saagtortess. fodfowed bs those $0650 CEP2 toamatess, hen the 22-24 
age woup LG minutes: and Lasdy the 00a older group oS miautess. 


Are the Reading Interests and Habits of Older Adults Different from Those 
of Younger Adults? 


Me dcod POND: studied 439° bimddde ave ho-0d) and older 6047 Coutedian 
readers todercumine the saer and frequenesy of books read: Suprisimedly, 
Melbcod found chat older adults read more frequents Han counger adults. 
Phe oeoders were divided inte four groups depending on the time spent 
roading and the sancery of booksread ho dightrmarrow. 2) ebie broad. co) 
heavs-nenow. aed hess -brosd Ss book readers ero older thes tend 
tole tognd ap the hems cnamow wand the heavs-broad caevones: Mab cod 
town ther a anorease an the dine spent readiig books wid a general 
Hanowab ni dhe Gaet ob books rec as adhe readers’ age mereases 7 


Mad tres  TdO8> de scribes receding preferences based on mmetoriel sanves of 
Piet ordudis, Fh of whom were chissiied as readers She found that reba 
rively few older aduirsy read burt chev read anor vanaed materials dian 
Vourmer people. Phe proportion of teaders iy cach age ereup decteases 
stessefily wath cnce — feats OOP cot tbacose amide 3 te 229%. cb those mm the od-7 7 
age citodpe Mab dies concludes that aa cabs aavedvement si receding is 
Dhelvto dard tea weer vanes and quantity of readme a hater sears 


Nosratve voc thie pesado: Posboes cond miterests cd olact adults wars condiaecred 
fos Reteottisa PUT. Ste ford thatedder adults wre qerested an Che same 
West roadie paternal as the generad wei peopuibation bactors ste hr ass 
vender cdtteations tad socheccanomme bevels bua aa edfect npn readin 
stedests Dds scarves pescadts space Chiat cbrose wih cre bearer celuested., 
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and of a higher socio-economic level read more books and magazines than 
those who are less well educated and on a lower socio-economic level 7 


In her Ph.D. dissertation, Grubb (1982) investigated the reading interests of 
older adults in three Texas counties (Dallas, Denton, and Tarrant) by 
sulveving 3O4 adults age 65 and older and 200 adults age 25-64. She 
concluded dhat the reading interests and activities of older adults do differ 
hom younger adults; that the principal reasons given by older adults for 
notreading are failing vision and poor health; and that the principal types 
of materials read bv older adults are newspapers and religious items. 
Comparing older adults with a college or higher education level to those 
with less education, 21% more of the educated group were readers (spend- 
Ing at least one hour a week reading). By contrast, among younger adults 
there was only an ds difference between these two groups, Grubb also notes 
thatthe reading mterests of older adults reflect characteristics of earlier life 
peniods in which they were formed and that those interests tend to persist in 
hater life. “4 


Bnnis (965) presents the resilts of ao mational surveys of 1500) people 
sampled to assess book reading habits inthe United States, He observed 
that people read fewer books as they grow older but that thei reading of 
magazines remains virtually unchanged. Fnnis movestigated what causes 
readers to read tess than usaal orto give up reading altogether, He found 
that natune taring pomtsan dite. suchas geting manied. having «baby, 
dnd changing yobs, alfcct the amount and hind of reading. Perhaps reture- 
ment beionps my thas hist as well” 


Summary 


Although one study (Mcleod reports an marease in the nie spent reading 
asa pepom vets older, most studies agree that older adults read bess than 
sounrer adults, Because no studies were found in the literature which 
wetualy trace the same individual's reading habits from middle ave 
through old age. doimay not be accumete to summise that as people grow 
older they necesssaily read less. We can say, however, Unatolder sdudts iss 
group spend Jess nme reading than de vounger adults, 


Insegard to the typeof readme older adults preter, they read fewer books 
butmore magazines and newspapers than do vounges adults. Dhev prefer 
subjects reLuted to the past—e.g.. bastory, rehywion. westerns. and biogna 
phies ae very popula. Older adults prefer to read hyht materi such as 
romance. mavetenties and short stoies as opposed to acuon-packed novels 
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with confusing plots and many characters. Older adults, asa group, donot 
care for science fiction, or for books that contain violence or explicit sex. 


Because several of the above mentioned studies deal with a sclect group of 
older adults, we cannot accurately project their findings onto the olde 
adult population in general. ‘The Weitkemper study on reading interests 
surveved older adults who used the outreach services of a regional library, 
Although the reading preferences of these older adults seem to coincide 
with the findings of other studies, it should be remembered that these are 
users of outreach services and not the typical older adult public hbrary user 
who is in the focus of this literature review. 


Vhe case study undertaken by Ngandu and O'Rourke used a select group of 

older adulty —members of a senior citizen dining Club —as the basis of 
thei research. Phe same can be said of Ngandu’s survey of senior citizens 
who were enrolled in a summer elderhostel. Elderhostels are live-in pro- 
grams sponsored by colleges which provide courses and lectures for older 
adults; their members are usually more motivated and better educated than 
the general population and therefore not necessarily representauve of older 
adult readers. 


The stads by Moshey of 50 middle-class and upper middle-< lass older adult 
tcaders is a rather small and select sample. In addition, the sample was 
composed of residents of a Jeisure retirement community and hospital 
patients. All these factors prohibit the findings from being projected to the 
older population as a whole. 


The following three udes, which are cited in several other sections in this 
paper, also shed ight on the question of reading preferences of older 
adults. The Yankelovich, Skelly and White 1978 Consumer Research 
Study on Reading and Book Purchasing demonsuates a significant drop in 
the incidence of all types of reading among individuals over the age of 65. 
The previously mentioned 1978 study by Kenneth Watson is a thorough 
analysis of reading habits, preferences, and attitudes. The 1982 doctoral 
dissertation by Elizabeth Ann Grubb entitled “Reading Imeresty and 
Activity of Older Aduhs and heir Sense of Life" is useful for its frequent 
comparisons berween older adults and younger adults, enabling the 
researcher to readily examine differences and similarities between age 
BrOUps. 
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THE INFLUENCE OF EDUCATION ON LIBRARY USE 


Aveview of the Hterature shows that older adults read less than younger 
adults. The next logical question is why? Variables such as race, sex, age. 
occuppauion, and income level have been studied in connection with 
hibsary use. Bat early the variatle of educational attainment appears in 
the Hiterature again and again as being one of the greatest factors in 
detenmining readers and public library users. 


Gan education then entirely explain why older adults read less, since they 
generally are fess well-educated than their younger counterparts? The 
following studies and reports look at this question. 


Hajelas (1963) studied book reading in the United States by sampling 2000 
houscholds in the city of Baltimore and adjoining suburbs. He found that 
the amount of formal education was the most important factor in deter- 
mining adult use of books. The study indicates that education is more than 
twice as important in explaining book reading as family income, and 
almost four times as important as Occupational class. Hajda explains that 
there is a telauve decline in book reading with age after a person reaches 
adulthood, becuse younger adults are better educated than older peuple. 
He found chat a high school education was critical if individuals were to 
continue reading into adulthood.” 


Kronus (1973) conducted a secondary analysis on data gathered from 2031 
adults in a statewide sample in Hiinois. Fourteen variables were analyzed 
(such as race, age, Income, family size, etc.), to predict the rate of library 
use. [twas found that the best predictor of library use was the respondent's 
level of education.” 


The analysis shows that the expectation of continuing one's education is 
one sesult of education that Clarifies the relationship between higher 
education. and library use. Higher education gives the individual a 
“breadth of perspective’ and an intellectual curiosity which in turn leads 
to selfmotivation and the desire to learn. Kronus concludes that the con- 
necuon between vouth and library use can be explained by the tendency of 
young adults to possess more education, Advancing age in and of itself has 
only a slight impact on library use.” 


Ennis (1965) observes that educauion and reading go hand in hand; in terms 

of both books and mugazines, the more education people have, the more 
29 

they read. 
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Grubb (1982) found education to be a suonger factor than age in determin- 
ing who teads. She suggests that the effects of age on reading are possibly 
due to the lack of educational opportunities older adults had when they 
were of school age.” 


The [Hinois State Library ‘Task Force for Library Services to the Aging 
conducted a survey in 1981] of 403 public libraries to determine the availa- 
bility and content of library programs fox the elderly within the state. It 
concluded that educational level may be the greatest hindrance to library 
participation by the elderly. Nearly three-fourths of adults age 60 and over 
in Wlireis had in i970 completed less than 12 years of school compared to 
47% of persons age 25 to 64 


Watson (1980) determined that there are changes in book reading with age 
in respect to education, He found that in six out of the seven Cases in whica 
hook seading increases with age, it occurs among the university educated, 
He concludes that higher education seems to be capable of eliminating the 
general tendency for book reading to decline with age. Watson predicts 
that the trend for book reading as a whole to decline with age will diminish 
as university education becomes more widespread.” 


Johnston and Rivera (1965) report on the 1962 National Opinion Research 
Center on the educational activities of adults based on interviews of 12,000 
American households, When the education variable was held constant. it 
was found that 80% of those sampled in the survey who were under 35 and 
who were college educated were considered to be book readers. Howes er, in 
the same college educated category, 77% of those 35-55 vears of age were 
book readers, and only 60% of those over 55 were found to be book reade ae 


This same relatiorship was found among respondents with only a high 
school education. Of those under 35, 70% were book readers Compared to 
2% of those 35-55 years old, and only 39% of those over 55. Of respondents 
noe education was confined to the grade schoo evel, 61% of those under 
35 were book readers, 31% between 35-55, and only 27% of thase over 45. The 
findings indicate that while education is indeed important in dete ring, 
book readers, there is sulla decrease in book reading as people age.’ 


The Yankelovich, Skelly, and White Survey (1978) found a significant 
drop in the incidence of all types of reading among individuals over the age 
of 65. Phis finding may be explained in part by the lower educational 
attainment of those over 65 telative to those in. younger age groups. 
However, the Yankelovich study determined that the book reader market 
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should not be confused with a “college educated market,” because a 
majority (57%) of the book reader market actually consists of those who are 
high school graduates or less.™ 


In a recent survey of users of six Ulinois public libraries, Lucas (1980) 
concluded that education is a stronger indicator of reading than is a 
person's cconomic level. Nearly all the respondents in all six communi- 
tes? ad completed at least a high school education. However, these librar- 
ics were selectively Chosen on the basis of community size and location in 
and outside the Chicago metropolitan area, and cannot tc considered to be 
a randomly selected user population. 


Miser (1975) studied two groups (students and nonstudents) age 50 years 
and older, to sec if there was a difference between educationally active and 
noneducationally active older adults in reading and life satisfaction. She 
found that older adults who remain educauonally active have a better self 
conceph are generally more sausfied with their lives, and are more profi- 
Gent in silent reading.” 


Summary 


It sevias Clear from the literature that che level of educational atiainment 
has a bearing on reading activity and use of the library by the older adult. 
The educanonal attainment of each generat. on is predictably higher than 
the preceding generation. Since the younger adults of today are beticr 
educated, they are more likely to use books and the public library when 
they become the senior citizens of tomorrow than do the older adults of 
todity. 


Reading, then, is probably more a function of education than of age. [tis 
not because elderly adults’ acuvities decline that they read less but rather 
because thei skills are underdeveloped. However, the level of education 
cannot cnurely account for the degree of library use or book reading among 
the elderly because when the level of education is held constant, there is 
so an apparent decrease in book reading as an individual ages. 


Perhaps the two most nnportant works found on education, reading and 
libsary use are by Kionus and Hajda. The 1973 study by Carel L. Kronus, 
“Patterns of Adult Library Use: A Regression and Path Analysis,” provides 
statisical evidence Uhat an individual's educational level is the main 
determining factor in predicting library use. Jan Hajda'’s 1963 Ph.D. 
dissertation, “An American Paradox: People and Books in a Metropolis,” 
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found education to be the most important factor in determining .:. -dult's 
use of books.” 


USER AND NONUSER STUDIES 


Old Age and Library Use 


Very litle research was found in the literature which pertains to older 
adults’ uv: of public libraries. However, the literature is replete with 
user nonuser studics, some of which contain data on older adults. What 
follows is a collection of studies and reports which shed light on the 
relationship between old age and library use. 


The Cleveland Public Library commissioned the firm of Booz, Allen and 
Hamilton, Inc. to conduct a national survey on library services and the 
elderly. he resulting National Survey of Library Services bo the Aging 
(1971) is a Comprehensive analysis. Based on a sample of 266 public 
libraries, it was found that less than 4% of the nation's public libraries 
offered, services to the aging in 197] within the scope and definition of the 
study. 


The Gallup Organization conducted several public opinion polls on 
reading, books and the use of public libraries. The Role of Libraries in 
Ameria (1976) polled 1561 adults age 18 and older through at-home 
interviews to study their attitudes and behavior concerning the use of the 
public library. The survey measured attitudes toward the public library of 
both users and nonusers. As exe*cted, the same groups who are most likely 
to use a Library tend more frequently to use the library: young people, the 
better educated, and professionals, Nonreaders, and therefore many umes 
nonusers, occur most heavily among older, less educated groups. Of those 
interviewed, 17% of all public library users were age 18-34 compared to 28% 
of all nonusers: 28% of users were age 35-45 to 23% of the nonusers: and 25% 
of the users were 30, and older, Compared to 49% of the nonusers. Lack of 
interest in reading or “not needing libraries" were the reasons most often 
given for not using libraries.” 


Book Reading and Library Usage: a Study of Habits and Perceptions isa 
1978 Gallup survey commissioned by the American Library Association. 
Telephone interviews were conducted with a repreentative national sam- 
ple of 1515 adults age 18 yeats and over, ‘The profile of a nonvisitor to the 
library echoes the 1976 survey: male, 50 years and older, and with a high 
school education or less. 
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The Use and Attattudes Toward Libraries in New Jersey (1976) by Gallup 
reinforces the profile of respondents 50 years and older as making up the 
majority of nonusers of the public library. Interviews of 612 adults (18 and 
older) were done to determine their use of public libraries and other 
libraries; their reasons for using the library and their leisure life style 
patterns (including reading) were examined. It was found that 72% of 
adults age 50 and older had not visited the library in the past 12 months: 
42% of the older adults queried preferred to buy books while 30% preferred 
to borrow them from the library. Older adults preferred most often to 
bonow current best sellers or books related to hobbies or leisure ume 
activity. Phe least preferred books were those concerning the activities of 
clubs or organizations.4 


Rohlf and others in 1981 reported on user and nonuser needs assessment of 
the public library systems of San Diego city and county. A total of 2464 
questionnaires: were processed, 1205 from the city and 1259 from the 
county. Among people over 60, almost twice as many were nonusers 4s 
users of the public library. In the city library system, 13.6% of the users were 
61-80 sears old compared to 23.9% of the nonusers. In the county library 
system, 15.1% of the users were 61-80 years old Compared to 23.9% of the 
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Madden (1979) studied library user and nonuser lifestyles by analyzing the 
responses to One quesHion in a navonal hifestyle study by the advertising 
agency of Leo Burnen. Answers to the question, ‘‘How frequently did you 
use the library in the ast year?” were cross-analyzed by computer to 
determine the major characterisucs of the users and nonusers, Users were 
split into two Gategorics, the heavy users who visited the library 12 or more 
times a vear and the moderate users who visited the brary } to 1] times a 
vear. Phe survey indicates that many senior citizens were not users of the 
libiars. On the other hand. a fairly large percentage of heavy users were 
senior ciuvens, A mayor conclusion of the Madden study is that library use 
isoelated to other activides: libraries are part of the lifestyle of active 
people.” 


Carpenter (1979) reports on the 1971 North Carolina study of socioeco- 
nomi Charatensies, media use and lifestyles of Uhe public library patron. 
The sample consisted of pust over 1000 responses from heads of households 
in Noth Carolina—243 were users of the public library and 765 were 
nonusers. Phose over 50 were underrepresented in the library user popula- 
en. Over half of the brary user population was under 40 years of age. 
The heaviest users were those age 30-39 who comprised 28% of the user 
populagon, while the largest percentage of nonusers (21%) fell between the 
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ages of 50-59. Carpenter concludes that there were disproportionately large 
numbers of senion citizens who were not users of the library. 


The Myth and Reality of Aging m America is the report of a 1974 Louis 
Hartis poll conducted for the National Council on the aging. The survey 
focuses on personal happiness and satisfaction, leisure time (including 
visits t0 the library), and perceived characteristics of older persons. There 
were 125-44 respondents interviewed across Arserica. Among the findings, 
36% of the older adults questioned said they spent “a Jot of time reading.” 
Reading was the third most popular activity after “socializing with 
hiends” and “gardening” and was equal in popularity to ‘watching 
i ie 


Those 69 and over considered a variety of facilities “less convenient” than 
did those under 65. Of the younger adults, 88% said there was a convenient 
libra for them to use, Compared with 63% of older adults who said the 
same. Phe college educated were more likely, however, to report a conve- 
nient Library than the less well educated. ‘Transportation problems often 
prevented the older adult from using the library.” (See the 1981 Louis 
Haris poll. -lgarg in the Eighties: America in Transition.®) 


Rountree (1979) reports on a study of 1046 New Orleans residents, 12 years 
and older, surveved to assess user and nonuser interests; 6.9% of the users of 
the New Onleans Public Library were over 60 compared to 23.5% of 
nonusers. 


Bellassatand Palmour (1979) report the findings of a survey of $11 citizens 
af Louisville, Kentucky in conjunction with developing and testing a 
planning manual for public libraries. The data collected showed litle 
hilary use bv those over 55 vears of age. Of the nonusers over age 55, 31% 
gave the reason for nonlibrary use as “nothing there T need." “The primary 
source for books for older adults was purchase (56%), while only 16% 
mdicated the public library as their major source for books.” 


Warton ($980) found an unexpected complexity in the relauonship 
between library use and age among Canadian adults. Library visiting 
decieases with age; however, the public library is an improtant source of 
books for older readers. Approximately 14% of older book readers got all 
their books from the public library.” This percentage of book borrowing 
may reflect the availability in the public library of Jarge print books 
difficult «> find through other sources, or the economic advantage the 
public Library holds for persons on a fixed income. 
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Grubb (E982° scudied the availability of library resources to, and the 
reading acuvity of, older adults. She wanted to identify the number of 
vounger and older adults who use libraries as their chief source of reading 
materials. Her findings indicate that a variety of services are used, and that 
ahigher percentage of older adults (39%) than younger adults (32%) rely on 
the library for books to read. 


‘Vavior and Johnson (1973) analyzed 48,500 questionnaire responses from 
two ateas in Gieat Britdin, South Cheshire North Staffordshire and 
Lincoln. In proportion to their representation in the populauon as a 
whole, persons 65 vears on older and Children between the ages of 5 and 14 
made the most use of public Librries.™ 


Summary 


Most studies agree that, in general, older adults are not library users. One 
tocemt spody (Robt) found twice as many nonusers among the elderly as 
users. In contrast, the British survey by Taylor and Johnson found that, in 
proportion tothed percentage of the population, older adults and children 
hetwoon ae 1 years of age made the most use of the public library.” 


Iwo studies found that libtary use decreases with age, but that the public 
library sul] remains an important source Of books for the elderly. ‘The 
Canadian study by Watson reported that approximately 14% of older adults 
tely on the public library ay their major source for books. Another study 
(Grubb) found that 39% of older adults depend on the brary for books to 
read. Factors which limit or prevent library use are t(ransportauion, lack of 
Interest in seading, inactive Hfestyles, and unavailability of library mate- 
rials and services.” 


For those who ate interested in studying user and nonuser patterns among 
older adults, the following studies snould be examined: Ray L. Carpenter's 
“Dhe Public Library Patron.” Michael Madden's “Lifestyles of Library 
Usersand Nonusers, and Robert Rohif’s Public Libraries in San Diego: A 
Study of the San Diego Public Library and the San Diego County Library 
which provides nmportant data on older adults. Also, the Gallup SUTVEYS 
we very helpful in profiling the users of public libraries. ss 


AGING, LIFE SATISFACTION AND READING 


There are several theories of aging m the gerontological literature which 
explain aging from a sociological and psychological point of view (see 
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Neugaiten 1968, Gubrium 1973, and Turock 1982). The Disengagement 
Theory savs that the aging individual wicndraws socially and psychologi- 
Gilly from his environment the individual ‘‘disengazges” from society and 
this process is mutually satisfying. Contradic ting this theory, the Activity 
Theory holds nat the level of activity of an individual is influenced by past 
lifestyles rather than the intrinsic process of aging. When roles are taken 
away from a person, chat person compensates by increased activity in other 
ateas. The Continuity Theory focuses on the persistence of personality 
tats that have been developed throughout the lifetime. These preferences 
become part of an individual's personality and, in growing older, the 
inelividual remains true to a pattern. 


These concepts are useful in understanding lif> satisfacuon among older 
adults. Does life satisfaction and a sense of well-being increase or decrease 
as people grow older? Ty there arelationsbip between life satisfaction and 
activity, Do people tend to be happier if they are more active? And finally, 
is the activity of reading influenced by the aging adult's sense of well- 
Pearse? 


The jollowing studies and articles touch upon the effect of reading on the 

aging process. Robinson and Maring (1976) review the literature on the 
aging process and its implications for reading. ‘They briefly review three 
bibliographies on the aging process, three surveys related to research on the 
aging, three journals involved with various aspects of aging, seven studies 
on the reading interests and habits of older adults, and six siudies involv- 
ing book reading and or library services io the older adult. Robinson and 
Maring mention three dissertations which investigate aspects of reading 
behavior and adjustment of older people. Vhe authors conclude that the 
rclauionship of reading to the adjustment and or disengagement of older 
adults has not been adequately explored.” 


The purpose of Kanner’s dissertation (1972) was to invesbgate the rate at 
which research-based information was introduced from gerontology to 
librarianship between 1946 and 1969. He surveved gerontological concepts 
which appeared in library literature and found that they gained a foothold 
in brarianship between 1957 and 1962, during the time of the first White 
House Conference on Aging. Kanner predicts a continuing patiern of 
increased development of library services to the aged.” 


Wolfe's Ph.D. dissertation (1963) explored the possible relauionship 
between happiness and adjustment in the senior years, and Jearning and 
education during adulthood.” Wolfe interviewed a random sample of 251 
adults, 65 years of age and older, using a standardized schedule (Your 
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Actuities and Attitudes) which measured adjustment. A questionnalie was 
administered to 100 adults to determine their activites during adulthood 
and whether these activities were educational or provided recreation und 
entertainment. The reading of these subjects dealing with their occupa- 
Hons, world events, or home management was considered an educational 
experience: the reading of stories, novels, sports, and daily happenings was 
considered recreational and noneducational. 


Wolfe found that good adjustment in the later vears was significantly 
related to reading materials and parucipation in the activities selected as 
educational, but was not related to participauon in recreational acuvities 
or to reading niaterials considered to be recreational. The study indicates 
that a strong relationship exists between the degree of adjustment older 
people make and the continued learning they had done during thelr adult 
years.” Tt demonstraces that the greater the number of books read, the 
greater the individual's adjustment. The well adjusted older adult had 
done significantly more reading of books, magazines and newspapers than 
the poorly adjusted. 


Hajda (1963) found that the decline in book reading between adolescence 
and adulthood is not a consequence of aging among adults but rather of 
social isolation which leads to the abandonment of books. Hajda con- 
cludes that isolation, loneliness and the lack of sodial integration have a 
negauive Mpacr on reading.“ He argues that the more socially integrated 
an individual is the more he willread; when people are isolated from others 
outside thei home they tend to abandon books. Haida found that the 
extent of book reading is influenced by 1) ¢ frequency of visiting with other 
people (social integration) and the ievel of education: those who arc 
extemaily onented and more educated are consistendy more likely to read 
books. 


Grubb . 1982) studied reading among older adults and its relationship to 
their sense of life satisfaction. She gathered data by administering the Life 
Satisfaction Index Z"" toa random sample of adults 25 years of age and older 
in the Dallas-Fort Worth area. The results indicate that positive lie satis- 
faction scores of older adults are significantly related to their education, 
type of occupation, annual family income, amount of time spent in read- 
ing, and the variety of their reading interests. 


Groombridge (1964) surveyed 500 adults living in seven London boroughs 
regarding their use of the public library. He found that the number of 
library book borrowers decreased with increasing age. British people of 
pensionable age tend to withdraw from social life. Groombridge concludes 
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that. although going to the library is a more individual activity than 
belongmg to a club, it exemplifies che same uend. Vhe author indicates 
that limited education rather than the incapacity of old age accounts for 
Lunited library use on the part of older adults. 


Lucas (1982) investigated the range of life interests and reading interests on 
the part of adult users of the public library, using a nonrandom sample. 
Vhe degree to which respondents were involved in activities which took 
them beyond the limits of the home and family affe-ted their reading 
interests; social integration was shown to be an important factor in deter- 
mining reading and library use” 


The 1981 Louis Harris poll, Aging in the Eighties: Amenca in Transition, 
determined that as age increases, life satisfaction declines among those 65 
and over. Life satisfaction, predictably, increases with educational level, 
Older Ameticans whoo ontnue to work have a higher life satisfaction score 
than those who have retired. 


Findings of the poll also show that among the elderly, the percentage of 
those who spend a Jot of then ume reading has risen slightly (from 36% to 
39%) since the 1974 Lous Harris study. In addition, people 65 and over visit 
the hbrary more frequently than they did in 1974. Of these polled, 39% age 
18-64 had used the library in the past three months compared with 19% of 
those age 65 and older. In the 1974 study, 44% of those age 18-64 had used 
the hbran ain the past three months Compared with 14% of those 65 and 
older. 


Summary 


Connary tothe popular belief that bookworms” or heavy book readers are 
nokiued. aooverted individuals, two studies (Hajda and Lucas) have 
shown that the more acrive Individuals are and the more integrated they are 
within society, the more likely they are to read. (Pwo studics (Wolfe and 
Gaubbo determined that an individual's sense of well-being and life sauys- 
faction influence reading ae Ovitv’ a positive corelauon has been found to 
exist between life sausfaction and educational level. 


Since life satisfaction (Harris) and activity (Groombridge) generally tend 
to decrease with age. a scase of well-being and social integranion within 
sedien needs to be considered in understanding older adults’ use of books 
and the public library. 
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The reader is advised to examine Jan Hajda’s "An American Paradox: 
People and Books in a Metropolis” for an interesting discussion and 
analysis of the reladionship between book reading and life satisfaction. 
Linda Sue Lucas caries this relationship one step further in her 1980 
Ph.D. dissertation, “The Ranges of Life Interests and Reading Interests 
Among Adult Users of Public Libraries in Communities of Various Sizes,” 
and examines how the (actor of social integration influences reading and 
public library use. 


CONCLUSIONS 


Areview of the literature over the past 21 years indicates that older adults as 
# group do not read books or visit the public library as often as younger 
adults. Age in and of ttself does not seem to be the reason. 


Two factors, extent of formal education and sense of life satisfaction, 
Clearly emenge as predominate forces in determining book reading and 
library use inthe later years. Generally, book :caders and library users are 
active people. The more educated the individuals, the greater their variety 
of interests and the greater their activity. Individuals with a sense of well 
being tend to be socially active in society and are more likely to read than 
those who are socially isolated and withdrawn from family and friends. 


Ideas for Future Study 


—Further study of the reading preferen.es of older adults is needed. Do 
they read what they tended to read when they were voung; or now that they 
have more free time, do they read about new things: Do reading interests 
changer Do interests narrow as in the disengagement theory of aging? 


—To determine if reading decreases with age, we need to trace reading 
habits from at least middle age through rediement. Is there a change in 
reading habits due to change in social role, perception of life, or biology of 
aging? 


—Regarding the aging process, do older adults read ata slower pace than 
they did during middle age? This could contribute to a dec tease in reading, 
fait takes them longer to read, they may well read fewer things. 


—Related tothe lack of education, one season why older adults may not use 
the libtary ws otteais verager adults is because of their shyness or embar- 
Tassment in admitaung they do not know how to do so. 
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—Isit true, as some studies suggest, thatif older adults did not read in their 
middle age thes will notread when old age provides them with additional 
leasure Gainer Most older readers learned to enjos reading in chen vouth: 
vers few older readers were nonireaders as voung adults. Is there statistical 
evidence to support Chis hypothesis: 


—Whyv do people continue to read the same number of magazines but fewer 
books as thes get older: [sit because magazines require less Concentiaion 
ot because they have a famailian patterns 


—Ttappears that most people ike to read whatis familiar to them and are 
not adventuresome enough to explore new interests. Can older adults be 
induced to read more by then love of things in the past, by books which 
teanforce thei memories? 


—Whatis the relationship between extent of reading and adjustment to old 
ager Do people who read more (and have more education) have an easier 
time adpusang toand coping with the problems of old age etrement, Joss 
of social role, sickness, loss of family and fisends, ete.t 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 


The appendixes following this paper contam: three bibhographies. 
Appendix A, "Rehated Research,” malades research on the use of books 
and the pubhe dibras by the older adult. Those citauions not dis ussed in 
the Titerature review are bruiefly annotated here. Ube citations that are 
discussed above appear wath an astensh folowing the sesial number, 


Appendix B, “Other Relevant References,” lists misterials which touch 
penphesally upon the subject and may be of interest to those desing a 
broader picture of older adults’ reading habits. Since the focus of this suudy 
oon how older adult. use books and the public brary, publications 
dealing with library programs for older adults are not considered. How- 
ever, for information on how the iibrary serves the older adult, the reader is 
adviscd to consult Bes Jo Purock's Serving the Older Adult and Virginia 
Mitthews's 1981 White House Conferenceon the Aging Background Paper, 
Latvanies: dads to Life Satisfaction for Older Wonen (both cited earhier). 


Appendis ©, “Gerontological References, is a selected list of books and 
aiuicles dealing with the psvchologiea! and sociological rather han the 
Dnolowicad, aspects of aerng. 
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